Introduction
'To date, globalisation remains a flawed game whose rules have been fixed by rich nations.' That condemnation of the emerging 'neo-liberal' new world order was written by the New York Times editorial board. It appeared on 10 September 2003 in a statement condemning the United States, Europe and Japan for taking advantage of a position of unequal bargaining power at the World Trade Organisation and for constructing a world system in which poor nations of the South are forced to reduce their trade barriers, while rich nations of the North protect and heavily subsidise the production of agricultural goods at home. As the Times editorial notes, the current global trade system 'has devastating effects on poorer nations, many of which could improve living standards if only given chance to export farm products at fair market prices'. The editorial does not hesitate to draw moral conclusions about how the global system has devolved and fallen short of its own moral ideals. The Times points a finger at the contradictions and hypocrisy of current American and European trade policies. There are calls for remedies, for truth in advertising (identifying the real effects of farm subsidies and how current trade policies cause poverty in the 'third' world) and for greater fairness, reciprocity and equality of voice in the process of negotiating the international rules of the 'free trade' game.
Although my concern in this chapter in not so much with economic globalisation but rather with one particualr aspect of cultural globalisation, I am going to argue that emerging rules of the cultural correctness game have been fixed by the First World and deserve to be critiqued. If there are going to be rules to the game of cultural globalisation through democratisation à la Ouest and its diffusion they will have to address the freedoms and constraints associated with the human search for meaning on an international scale and the conditions under which locally produced ideas, ideals and practices are created, perpetuated, exported or reproduced around the world. Ideally, in a neo-liberal world order these rules ought to permit members of different societies or groups a good deal of liberty (within certain moral limits) to live and reproduce their way of life according to their own historical consciousness and allow them to evolve and develop conceptions about what is good, what is true, what is beautiful and what is efficient by their own lights. Ideally, in such an international order the rules of the cultural globalisation game ought to be constructed in a negotiating environment in which accurate information is available about the consequences of leaving people free to evolve and carry forward a way of life guided by their own conception of the good. And in that negotiating environment there ought to be an equality of voice for those who are affected by the application of any agreed-upon rules defining the scope and limits on the free exercise of cultural practice.
Globalisation, the Arab World and Islam
The subject of globalisation has assumed a central position in international relations today. The topic has wide-ranging implications for North-South, East-West relationships in terms of the transfer of technology, control of the markets and determination of material as well as ideological culture. In the post-Soviet era, globalisation denotes the evolution of a supernational role that Western industrialised nations are going to play under the leadership of the United States in shaping the social, political and economic future of humankind. Whether imagined or real, this emerging supernational role of the US and its seminal influence in global politics is the source of fear in the rest of the world, including the European nations.
The critical question for the Arab World is how globalisation leads to the First World's domination over the Third World. The marketplace that produces wealth by consuming imported goods and technical know-how and that fills the coffers of the industrialised nations is not neutral in value. There is a price to be paid in terms of domination by technocrats, mainly trained in the West, who wield and exercise the surrogate authority invested in them by profit-making, multinational corporations. This domination is seen by a number of keen native observers as a new type of colonisation. Economic interests are not fully separate from political interests. Hence, globalisation needs to be studied in light of the political interests that drive it, particularly in the relation between political Islam with its agenda to
